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ABSTRACT
This thesis is an intensive study on the Guatemala City garbage dump community- a community
of scavengers who work informally in the city’s largest sanitary landfill. I argue that the garbage
dump community is a ‘forgotten’ wasteland- a community that has continuously been treated as a
subaltern population by the Guatemalan government, environmentalists, citizens, and the global
economy at large. This thesis provides a comprehensive history of Latin American economic
development and transformation into modern day neoliberal, free market economic policies as a
form of hegemonic neocolonialism.
The report then provides a comprehensive timeline of sanitation policies in Guatemala City and
how they have perpetuated the notion of a ‘sanitary space’ free of contamination. Following the
overall development of national sanitation policies, I investigate the waste management system
in Guatemala in relation to the city’s landfill. I argue that waste management policies have
negated the need for a formal recycling system as well as transformational social service policies
for the scavenger community. I give a brief snapshot of urbanization and modernization in the
history of Guatemala City and its impact on a division in economic, social, and political powers.
These separate, yet intertwined history’s support the notion that the garbage being scavenged and
recycled is a product of modernist development. In addition, I provide statistics on the scavenger
population and the informal economy of scavenging in Guatemala City.
I use the concept of subalternity and conceptualized space to represent how these complex
histories have created a socio-spatial boundary of subalternity of the garbage dump community.
This research was done under the supervision of an expert on Guatemalan history, a Guatemalan
anthropologist, and an American geographer. This thesis is an incorporation of empirical
evidence from academic journals, primary source newspaper articles and photos from the
CIRMA (Center for Mesoamerican Research) historical archives in Guatemala, and statistical
data and studies from the University of San Carlos in Guatemala and the Guatemalan
government. Although no formal interviews or use of human subjects took place during the
compilation of this research, I did spend time working in the garbage dump community which
gave me a personal perspective that is also incorporated into my research.
This research is to serve as a starting point for continued investigation of a lack of social policies
that directly affect the garbage dump community in addition to highlighting the adverse struggles
the community faces as it is continuously marginalized through national politics, economics, and
social structures.
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A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR
When I was three years old, my parents moved my entire family to Guatemala City, where I
spent seven years of my childhood. At the time, Guatemala was in the last four years of the
genocide and the international phenomenon of globalization had not yet fully penetrated the city.
I grew up in Zone 13- a residential neighborhood on a main road, two zones away from the city’s
municipal garbage dump. My school was located on Carretera El Salvador, a continuation of
Calzada Roosevelt, one of the longest roads running through the city, with the largest
concentration of industrial businesses. At the time, my school was considered to be on the
‘outskirts’ of the city and was the largest building that could be seen for about five miles. The
Calzada Roosevelt was still in a process of transformation.
Growing up, I distinctly remember the strong smell of diesel that pervaded the air. The
pollution was caused by the numerous amounts of vehicles, motorcycles and buses that would
race past my house leaving a trail of thick, black smoke. Every morning a yellow garbage truck
would stop in front of my house and a young man would jump out of a heaping pile of trash in
the back in order to collect our daily waste. When my mom heard the loud sound of the truck’s
engine, she would race outside and hand the men fresh plates of food and sometimes vegetables
or fruit. This occurrence became almost like a ritual- my memories of this are so prevalent that
whenever I reminisce about my childhood, the scene is played over and over again in my mind.
When I was seven years old, my father came home from work one day with a book that made
its home on our coffee table. The book was called Out of the Dump: Writings and Photographs
by Children from Guatemala. I remember my first impression- another book with the pretty faces
of indigenous Guatemalan children, textiles, and culture. When I opened it up, I realized this was
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not the case. The book contained numerous photos that children had taken of the lives of their
families living in trash. This was not the reality of the Guatemala I knew, and I didn’t quite
understand that they were living a couple zones away. This was the first book ever published
showcasing the physical and social realities of the dump community. Throughout my life, this
book remained a part of my family’s collection of books on Guatemala.
This past year, I decided it was time to take a personal and academic journey back to
Guatemala. Fond memories of my childhood, curiosity, and a passion to ‘give back’ to
Guatemala City through public service ignited the journey on which I embarked. I decided that I
wanted my research and service to be a dedication to my childhood specifically in Guatemala
City.
Through the guidance of old friends I was introduced to a non-profit organization called
Camino Seguro or Safe Passage. The organization is located in zone 3- at the heart of the
municipal garbage dump. It is an organization dedicated to empowering students in the garbage
dump community through educational reinforcement in arts, sports, language, and academics at
large. It provides a safe haven for students, hot meals, mentorship, and financial support. It
employs nearly 120 Guatemalans and the rest of the staff is composed of international
volunteers. The organization is based in the United States and receives most of its funding from
generous donors and global fundraisers. I was hired as an intern for the organization and I spent
four months assistant teaching a class of sixth-grade students who live and work in the dump. In
addition, I had the privilege to work in various aspects of the organization’s administration
where I interacted firsthand with the Guatemalan staff and community. I had the opportunity to
get personal testimonies of citizens, students and employees who deem the community their
home. I learned more about the garbage dump community working at Camino Seguro than I
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would ever be able to learn in a text book. Although I did not perform formal research within the
community, (such as surveys, interviews, etc.), this experience opened my eyes to the reality of
the dump.
While living in Antigua, a colonial city south of the capital, I had the opportunity to research
at CIRMA, the Center for Mesoamerican Research. CIRMA is one of the largest research
institutions in Central America and houses nearly 70,000 volumes of bibliographic works. The
center also houses a historical archive of 3,000 primary sources and a photo archive that serves
as the country’s visual memory. In addition to the wealth of sources I was able to uncover in the
CIRMA archives, I had the opportunity to be under the academic guidance of Guatemalan
historical expert John Thomas Way (PhD Yale) and Guatemalan anthropologist Ricardo LimaSoto (Universidad Rafael Landivar.) Through both of these individuals, I was introduced to a
Guatemalan experience very different from that of my childhood. In my four month stay in
Guatemala, I successfully transcribed over fifty historical documents and photos of the dump
community. Most importantly, I got to work firsthand in the garbage dump community- a
community close to my childhood home and heart.
I hope my research will serve as a starting point for continued study that aids in the positive
transformation of the garbage dump community and Guatemala City at large.

Leanne Rose Trujillo
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Dr. John Thomas Way (Director of CIRMA Guatemala)
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Dr. Sarah Moore (Professor at University of Arizona)
Staff at Camino Seguro/Safe Passage Guatemala
Dr. Raul Saba (Associate Director of LAS, University of Arizona)
Maria Jose Perez (Coordinator at CIRMA)
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University of Arizona Study Abroad
Students and families of Zone 3

Dedicated to the students, families, and human beings of Zone 3.
Siempre en mi corazón.
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FACTS: GUATEMALA

Area: 108,890 sq. km. (42,042 sq. mi.); about the size of Tennessee.
Cities: Capital--Guatemala City (metro area pop. 2.5 million).
Population (2011 est.): 14.7 million.
Ethnic groups: Mestizo (mixed Spanish-Indian), indigenous.
Religions: Roman Catholic, Protestant, traditional Mayan.
Languages: Spanish, 24 indigenous languages (principally Kiche, Kaqchikel, Q'eqchi, and
Mam).
Work force salaried breakdown: Services--42%; industry and commerce--37%; agriculture-14%; construction, mining, utilities, transportation, and communications--7%.
Economy: -Fifty percent of the population engages in some form of agriculture, often at the
subsistence level outside the monetized economy
-Guatemala's economy is dominated by the private sector, which generates nearly 90% of GDP.
Agriculture contributes 13.3% of GDP and accounts for 26% of exports
-The United States is the country's largest trading partner, providing 37% of Guatemala's imports
and receiving 38.5% of its exports.1

1

Photo and facts extracted from the US Department of State Bureau of Western Hemisphere Affairs-Guatemala
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INTRODUCTION
“Humans beings are confused with trash in the Guatemala City garbage dump. In the garbage
dump of zone 3, you live and you die.”2
Guatemala City is the largest city in all of Central America3. With a tumultuous
contemporary history of ‘modernization’, ‘industrialization’, and attempted “growth”, the city
has managed to almost entirely ‘forget’ about one of the its largest environmental and human
issues- waste. More importantly, local neighborhoods face the adverse effects of their proximity
to the municipal waste dump. The deeply rooted marginalization of this community makes it
impossible for them to change the complex economic, physical, and social effects the waste has
on their lives. An article appearing in El Imparcial, a prominent Guatemalan newspaper, in 1978
states: “There is a major problem of current and shameful reality: the problem of garbage, grime
and filth….in any moment, any zone of our city can turn into a dump. This unfortunate situation
should be solved.”4 The article then proposes solutions for the situation: “Miss Trash has
intruded our city…it is urgent that Mister Broom passes through to clean up our beautiful
capital.”5 So what was Mister Broom’s solution to this problem? The city dump located in zone
3, where hundreds of trucks drop off more than 60 tons of trash daily6 to be recycled by guajeros
or scavengers. A third of Guatemala’s total waste is sent to this dump.7. In Guatemala, the word
guajero is used to describe a person who collects and separates trash that can be sold to

2

Seres humanos que se confunden con la basura.
(Guatemala City: El Imparcial, 1975).
3
CIA World factbook Guatemala
4
Prahl, Carlos E, La basura en el basurero.
(Guatemala City: El Imparcial, 1978).
5
Ibid.
6
De Leon Maldonado, Los segregadores de desechos solidos (Guajeros) en la Ciudad de Guatemala.
(Guatemala: USAC CEUR, 2003), xi.
7
Brough-Stevenson, Daniel, Manos de Madre.
(One Spark Films, 2009).
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businesses. The word guajero comes from the word guaje which directly means idiot, stupid, or
despicable person with no ‘social significance.’8
Through my research, I argue that neoliberal economic and policies implemented during
Guatemala’s period of modernization and development created the extreme marginalization of
the dump community. With modernization and increased consumerism that aimed at creating a
‘pure, modern city’, came the excess of trash. The development of sanitation and waste
management systems effectively placed the trash in a municipal waste dump- along with human
beings, who under neoliberal economic policies such as capitalism, were forced to work
informally in the dump because of their ‘subaltern’ or subordinate position in society. The
Guatemala City garbage dump is a conceptualized space- created by a history of exclusion,
excess, and marginalization. In this paper, I talk about the history of urbanization, modernization
and development in Guatemala City. I explain how ‘modernism’ created an excess of trash and
then discuss guajeros, or the scavengers of this trash that work in the city dump. I proceed with a
history of sanitation in Guatemala City and its transformation into a waste management process.
I conclude by correlating these intertwined histories with the concept of a dump as a
conceptualized space where those living in it are a subaltern population.
“The truth is that the dump in zone three is basically a neighborhood- where there are stalls,
makeshift kitchens, small houses made of cardboard and nylon blankets, and what are most
special- human beings”9

8
9

Idem.-De Leon Maldonado, pg.15.
Idem.-El Imparcial 1975.
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Astronaut view of Guatemala City
extracted from NASA.gov

LATIN AMERICA: AN ECONOMIC HISTORY
In the last century, economic development in Latin America has been characterized by a series of
models that have attempted to transform the region at large. Twentieth century Latin American
economic development can be discussed in the following stages:
1) Import-Substitution Industrialization and Urbanization (1930s-1970s)
2) Neoliberal Open Markets and Structural Adjustments (late 1970’s-early 1990s)
3) Insertion into Global Capitalism (1990s- Present)

11
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These transformations in the history of economic development in Latin America, reflect the ways
in which current economic globalization has affected the region. 10 The development policies
adopted by Latin American governments throughout the course of history have been largely
influenced by US economic, social, and political interests in the region. The stages of policy
transformation in Latin American economics are linked to the internal political and social
climates of the countries. In order to understand the shifts in economic policy, it is important to
draw linkages between the historical contexts of its implementation.
During the post-World War II era, Latin American governments sought to adopt economic
policies that promoted autonomous industrialization behind tariff barriers in order to promote
sustained economic growth and modern employment creation.11 Although these policies did lead
to short-term success, they were eventually compromised by a number of factors. The rise of
multi-national corporations in Latin America that did not have to comply with tariff barriers
coupled with capital-intensive patterns of industrialization led to an unsuccessful attempt at
internal industrialization.
During the last two decades of the twentieth century, privatization of state enterprises, openmarket strategies and decreased economic regulation by Latin American governments led to an
economic period strongly guided by global institutions (such as the World Bank and
International Monetary Fund.) Currently, Latin American countries have sustained ‘neoliberal’
economic policies that focus on shifting the control of the economy from the public to the private
sector12. This has meant deregulating the role of national governments, privatizing national
industries, and relying on the free-market capitalism- a system in which the ownership of means

10

Portes, Alejandro. The Free-Market City: Latin American Urbanization in the Years of the Neoliberal Experiment.
(Studies in Comparative International Development: 2005, 43)
11
Ibid, 44.
12
Ibid, 46.
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of production, distribution and exchange of wealth is maintained and controlled primarily by
private individuals or corporations.13 These current hegemonic models of economic development
have had momentous effects on societies, political systems, and class structures of the region.14
Import-Substitution Industrialization and Urbanization
From the 1930s to the 1970s, the implementation of import-substitution industrialization had a
significant impact on the development of cities in Latin America. During this period, almost
every Latin American country adopted socially progressive political, economics, and social
movements that sought to break away from old models of development and colonial rule from
the Spanish crown. In these forty years, Latin America was undergoing a period when socialism,
populism, internal economics development, liberation theology, and revolutionary movements
characterized the region. In Guatemala, the Arevalo and Arbenz administrations sought to breakaway from colonial models and revolutionize social systems. However, this movement was
contested by the United States and other hegemonic countries that feared the uprising of these
countries. In response, Latin American countries adopted policies to support their own internal
growth. The creation of the United Nations Economic Commission for Latin America or ECLA,
led by Argentine economist Raul Prebisch sought to implement a systematic recipe for industrial
development.

15

Import-substitution industrialization is the term for these policies that sought to

increase self-sufficiency and decrease dependency of developing countries on foreign countries
through protectionism, government loans, and increased production of internal goods.

13

Merriam Webster Dictionary 2012.
Portes, Alejandro. Free Market City: Latin American Urbanization in the Years of the Neoliberal Experiment.
(Studies in Comparative International Development: 2005, 44.)
15
Weaver, Fredrick Stirton. Latin America in the World Economy.
(Colorado, Westview Press. 2000, 127)
14
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The following are the transformations made during this period of Latin American economics:16


A rapid process of urbanization defined by massive internal migration toward cities and
intense population growth



Labor demand by ISI industries led to a legally protected working class and middle class
employed in government and private industries



Rise of an unprotected ‘informal’ working class



A rise in housing prices surpasses wages which led to the growth of squatter populations
and unregulated settlements



Segregation of elites and the middle class through rich housing settlements developed in
‘residential areas’



Upward mobility of the poor through gradual access to formal industrial employment



Popular social movements accelerated the process of upward mobility through better
employment conditions in the industry and more government-provided services for the
working class



Unions sought to improve living and working conditions for the urban poor



Urban society during the ISI period was fundamentally ‘orderly’ with different social
classes occupying urban hierarchy



Social disorganization was rare

16

Portes, Alejandro. Free Market City: Latin American Urbanization in the Years of the Neoliberal Experiment.
(Studies in Comparative International Development: 2005, 45)
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Argentine economist Raul
Prebisch, the father of ISI,
extracted from the Center for
Trade, Economics, and
Environment.

Neoliberal Open Markets and Structural Adjustments
According to Alejandro Portes in ‘The Free Market City: Latin American Urbanization in the
Years of the Neoliberal experiment’, the end of ISI was caused by the overthrow of populist
Latin American regimes backed by international forces (mainly the US government.) With fear
of the spread of ‘communism’ in the Western Hemisphere, progressive Latin American
governments were taken over by a series of military coups backed by the US government. This
led to the rise of bureaucratic authoritarian regimes that would characterize the region from the
1980s to the 1990s. Military dictatorships ruled these countries through force and the
‘disappearances’ of subversive citizens that threatened the military order17. In Guatemala, the
Rios Montt dictatorship, famous for the Mayan genocide and Guatemalan civil war, gave way
during this time period. These military dictatorships are revered as being an oppressive time
period in Latin American history and a blatant measure of US control over the region. In 1982,
falling oil prices, high international interest rates, and rising inflation caused a severe debt crisis
17

Weaver, Fredrick Stirton. Latin America in the World Economy.
(Colorado, Westview Press. 2000, 170-171).
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in Latin America deemed as the Lost Decade. Latin American countries reached a point where
their foreign debt exceeded their earning power and they were unable to repay it. Because Latin
American governments used subsidized loans in order to fund ISI policies and internal growth,
many countries defaulted and were at the mercy of international economic actors.18
In order to cope with such economic hardships, Latin American countries had no choice but
to agree to borrow from the International Monetary Fund and World Bank in order to quell the
economic issue. As a strategic political stipulation to these loans, Latin American countries were
essentially forced into complying with the Washington Consensus, a ‘structural adjustment’
program that made economic policy prescriptions toward developing countries. The reforms
were based on the ideas of neoliberalism and free-market capitalism that claimed to be the
fundamental ‘prescription’ for leading developing countries to development19. Although
claiming to benefit the Latin American region, these economic policies clearly supplemented US
economic interests and foreign policy. Arguably, these policies were intended to solely benefit
the United States while keeping Latin America in ‘arm’s length’ of economic growth and
prosperity. The principal features of the new free-market model that replaced ISI can be
summarized in seven key points:20


Unilateral opening to foreign trade- increased exportation of products



Extensive privatization of state enterprises



Deregulation of goods, services and labor markets



Liberalization of capital markets

18

Weaver, Fredrick Stirton. Latin America in the World Economy.
(Colorado, Westview Press. 2000, 172-174)
19
Ibid, 177-178.
20
Portes, Alejandro. Free Market City: Latin American Urbanization in the Years of the Neoliberal Experiment.
(Studies in Comparative International Development: 2005, 46).
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Fiscal adjustment based on drastic reduction of public expenditure



Restructuring of state-supported social programs, focusing on compensatory schemes for
the neediest groups



The end of ‘industrial policy’ and any other form of state-sponsored enterprise and
concentration on macro-economic management

According to prominent British economist John Williamson who aided in the creation of the
Washington Consensus, these economic policies would bring Latin American economies out of
poverty and increase production and unemployment. Instead, they perpetuated inequality and
ended subsidies and social protection programs. Formerly protected workers were forced to ‘sink
or swim’ and deregulated markets increased social instability. Thus, multinational corporations
were able to gain significant economic benefits from a period of forced neoliberal reforms21.
This period of US-backed military control coupled with these reforms set a neo-colonial
undertone for the region’s insertion into a globalized world and dominantly capitalist system.
Insertion into Global Capitalism
The military government’s complicity during the debt crisis and its record of horrendous
human rights violations played a role in the decline of support for the continuing regime. Its
continuing rule began to undermine the needs of the elite it once served as well as continuing
their neglect of the poor. Therefore, once the military governments had crushed labor unions and
popular political organizations, the privileged began to look more favorably at electoral politics
as a way to create a prosperous, democratic country and economy.22 Despite grassroots pressure

21

Weaver, Fredrick Stirton. Latin America in the World Economy.
(Colorado, Westview Press. 2000, 180-183).
22
Ibid, 187.
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for democracy, these groups manage to transition to electoral politics in a process called “pacts
among elites.’ It is a definition of an open, competitive, and permeable politics of elections that
wealth speaks the loudest and that the middle classes’ literacy, urban location, and organizational
skills pay off in political influence.23
This led to what we now see in a majority of current Latin American economies: a neoliberal
democracy that favors US models of capitalism, ‘free trade’, increase of transnational
corporations, and maximizing individual business profits. This was achieved through
constraining the power of the public sector through the creation of a “good business climate” that
enhances profits and rights of private firms. In addition, these neoliberal reforms under the
capitalist structure have eliminated public policies that restrict the wealthy or protect the poor.
Free markets mean freedom for capital, and therefore national democratic procedures prevail at
the time that political channels are closed as a means for citizens to affect their material welfare,
which is delegated to undemocratic decisions by private capital, foreign, and domestic.

24

Latin

American governments are still indirectly controlled by foreign interests because of their
continuation of repayment of debt from the debt crisis era. In addition, transnational
corporations, corporate enterprises that have production and services in more than one country,
have begun to insert powerful influence on developing countries and play a key role in
globalization25. Arguably, the adverse effects neoliberal economics has had on Latin American
economies today is a form of hegemonic neo-colonialism.

23

Weaver, Fredrick Stirton. Latin America in the World Economy.
(Colorado, Westview Press. 2000, 187)
24
Ibid, 189.
25

Ibid,110-111.
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CONTEXT: THE DUMP
“I am a teacher at a school in zone 3. Most of my students are the children of guajeros. One day,
I walked into the cafeteria and noticed that my students were eating McDonalds. I exclaimed
‘That looks yummy!’ They asked me if I wanted to share with them. I said yes. I asked them
where they had purchased it since I didn’t think there was a McDonalds nearby. ‘My mom found
it. She finds it every day. She knows where the truck comes from McDonalds. She can’t afford
any other food.’”

26

(McDonalds and other fast food chains in the city have now begun to grind

up the food so it is no longer able to be edible in its complete form when sent to the dump as

General Cemetery Coffins,
extracted from personal photo
collection; August 2011

26

This quote was taken from the conversation I had with a teacher in zone 3. For job purposes, the teacher would
like to remain anonymous. He has worked in zone 3 for over six years.
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waste.)
Guatemala City is divided into 22
zones. The ‘relleno sanitario’ or landfill of
the city is located in zone 3- one of the most
dangerous and poorest zones in Guatemala
City. Zone 3 is deemed as the ‘place where
nobody goes’ because of its ingrained
stigma of violence and poverty. Located in
this zone is not only the waste dump, but
the city’s general cemetery’, and barrio El
Standing on the cemetery hillside,
overlooking the dump, extracted
from personal photo collection;
August 2011
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This map shows the location of dump sites throughout the various zones in
Guatemala City. The city dump is located in zones 3 and 7.
Source: CEUR
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Gallito. The Guatemala City dump is the largest and most toxic in Central America. It occupies
forty acres of land. The margins of the landfill are so heavily populated that they are considered a
municipality of the city. Thirty-thousand squatters reside around the perimeters of the dump and
it is permissible to erect temporary houses or structures bordering the landfill because the ravine
and surrounding properties are considered public property. 27
The dump is located below the general cemetery. When walking through the dump, it is not
uncommon to see coffins that have been tossed off the hill from the general cemetery because of

Guajeros racing to scavenge,
extracted from personal photo
collection; August 2011
27

Knoth, Gretchen. The Guatemalan Poor and its Garbage Dump Education System.
(The Council on Hemispheric Affairs:2009).
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someone’s inability to pay their monthly dues for cemetery plots. In the dump, there is deep,
black water ravine running through it nicknamed “barranco el zope”. Hundreds of black vultures
swarm the trash dump as trucks pile in. Guajeros race toward the trucks in search of anything
they can recycle, usually bringing their children with them because they are unable to be cared
for at home.
Every couple years, a child or guajero is buried under trash or stuck in the river due to
heavy rains and hastiness of truck workers. Most of the articles I have found in the historical
archives have been terrible stories of
children buried alive in the trash,
unable to be saved. In 2005, methane
gas ignited a fire within the dump. The
city’s response was to build a wall
around the ravine with restrictions on
entering the dump. Other dangers
threaten workers in the dump such as
landslides. In June of 2008, 8 children
and 2 adults were killed from these
landslides-a

few

days

later,

the

incident disappears from the paper.28
Following these events, authorities
issued identification cards for those
authorized to work in the landfill and

Garbage waiting to be collected in Zone 1
of Guatemala City; extracted from
personal photo collection September
2011.

28

Knoth, Gretchen. The Guatemalan Poor and its Garbage Dump Education System.
(The Council on Hemispheric Affairs:2009).
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have created entrance and exit times for the gates. They have also prohibited children from
entering; however, this has not halted them from doing so. 29
More than sixty tons of solid waste is created by industries, companies, and the general
population each day. The recycling of this trash is very effectively carried out by one of the most
marginalized populations in the society- the scavenger community living on and near the dump.
In order to fulfill their basic needs, over 4,000 scavengers process waste and help protect the
environment. Even though the scavengers have taken this on as a part of their daily lives, they
have been continuously marginalized by the rest of the population, the municipality, and
environmentalists in Guatemala. Their work is indispensable in decreasing the volume of waste
in the landfill of zone three as well as igniting the recycling process. Without their work, the
ravine would further exceed its limit- forcing the municipality of Guatemala to actually seek a
solution.
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Knoth, Gretchen. The Guatemalan Poor and its Garbage Dump Education System.
(The Council on Hemispheric Affairs:2009).
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Newspaper articles from El
Imparcial highlighting children
buried under trash, extracted
from CIRMA historical archives.
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URBAN DEVELOPMENT AND MODERNIZATION: A FAILED METROPOLIS
“In the north of London there is a river that winds through the parks of a city that produces
1,800 tons of waste per day. However, health officials and city workers do not have to worry
about the purity of the city’s environment like Guatemala does. The garbage is completely
isolated on the outskirts of the city in one of the most modern incinerators in the world…”30
As I investigate the waste management system in Guatemala City, I began to correlate it
with capitalist development and ‘modernization’ through the course of contemporary
Guatemalan history. It is no coincidence that the majority of waste in the zone 3 dump is

30

Butler, Rupert. Nuevas soluciones al problema de la basura.
(Guatemala: El Imparcial, 1974).

Current day Guatemala City at
night, extracted from
moondiaries.com
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produced by the same privatized industries that benefited from capitalist development through
contemporary history. It is no coincidence that the products they produced turned into the waste
that is now being recycled and sold back to them by a community that was deeply affected by the
poverty from failed ‘modernization’ plans. As contemporary historical development is explained
in the book Mayan in the Mall, “…when unmitigated by socialist measures that redistribute
wealth, it is not against ‘third world’ conditions, but rather a co-creator with and of ‘third-world’
conditions. “31
“Que hacer con la basura?” or ‘What to do with trash?’ was the title of a newspaper
article published by El Imparcial in 1978. The author writes, “the public is concerned with two
angles of the problem of garbage: the municipality and the industry. In Guatemala City, garbage
has modernized. It is no longer possible to just throw it in the dump. Its contents are comprised
of diverse materials such as plastic, tin, synthetics, and chemicals. Its reduction is nearly
impossible.”32 The article then proceeds to discuss the solutions of ‘first-world’ countries such as
the United States and Germany. They praise the idea of waste incineration plants and dissolving
trash with water and chemicals. The article then proposes re-using the waste for industrial use, in
order to continue with, modernization of the city or, to take the power to create waste out of the
hands of the consumer. In the year 2012, it is clear that the city has not taken away the power of
the consumer to produce waste- it has boosted ‘modern’ private industries to create and benefit
from it.
“In the mid-century, the geography of Guatemalan poverty emerged in its
still-recognizable form. The cultural and socio-economic realities of the
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Way, John Thomas. Mayan in the Mall.
(Guatemala: Duke Unv. Press, 2012), 67.
32
Que hacer con la basura moderna?.
(Guatemala: El Imparcial, 1978).
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lower classes both defined Guatemalan modernity and arose from the
conditions of its modernization. That reciprocally formed modernization
happened within a rapidly changing political economy that was locally,
regionally and globally conditioned.”33
The process of ‘modernization’ and ‘development’ of Guatemala City happened under
practices aligned with Western cultural production. Over time, popular pressure from below and
above challenged the corporate capitalist model influence taken from the United States
development strategies. During the Guatemalan revolutionary state of the 40’s and 50’s, they
attempted to ‘engineer a radical socioeconomic structure of the landscape.”34 However, a
landscape in ‘chaos’ is not easily transformed by social engineering, or rationality.
After the fall of the Ubico dictatorship, the government was looking toward bringing
Guatemala into the modern world of the newly formed United Nations and Economic Council
for Latin America and the Carribean. The US dollar became the dominant international currency
with support from the IMF and World Bank and represented ‘development.’ During this time
period, Guatemala created what is now the current modern banking system, social security
system, and military system. Most importantly, the Revolutionary government of this time period
created the public works system that is still in place in Guatemala today. These ‘development’
strategies gave way to the rise of new social classes and sectors: a new commercial and industrial
elite, a diversified planter class, and expansion of the white-collar, service sector and government
workers, an enormous urban underclass, and a ‘ghettoized rural proletariat’.35 I argue that the rise
of the new commercial and industrial elite, which prevails in the Guatemalan context today,
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Way, John Thomas. Mayan in the Mall.
(Guatemala: Duke Unv. Press, 2012), 87.
34
Ibid, 89.
35
Idem. Way,90.
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contributes to the enormous ‘underclasses that lives and works in the city dump because of their
excessive consumption (thus producing waste).

Jacobo Arbenz Guzman, President
of the Republic of Guatemala
1951-1964, extracted from
Pbres.wordpress.

“Democratization, development, and modernization were at the top of the agenda for both
the Arevalo and Arbenz administrations.”36 The Arevalo administration’s main economic
strategy was to stimulate the production of national agriculture through the industrialization and
mechanization of rural farms. He was also ambitious in aspects of infrastructural development
such as modern highways and modern public works projects. Agrarian reform was carried on by
the Arbenz administration backed by the labor movement and communist party. The goal of this
reform was a scheme to increase private ownership in the means of production and mechanize
the farming industry at large- however-its main goal was to allocate land to individual families in
order to spur wide-scale production. Arbenz was deemed a ‘communist’ threat in the Western
hemisphere because of his pressure on monitoring uncultivated lands such as the lands of the
US-backed United Fruit Company. Arbenz was soon overthrown by a military coup. The
Guatemalan government, backed by international pressures during the polarizing Cold War did
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not want the majority to consume, they wanted them to be consumed and used as cheap laborers
to larger, more concentrated industries.37 Arguably, the overthrow of one of the most progressive
government in Guatemalan was stopped by a heavily US- backed military. A period of social
democratic high-modernism was followed by one of anti-communist high modernism; thus,
leading to the informal economy which is Guatemala’s largest economy. The scavengers or
guajeros working in the dump fall under the category of the informal economy. Eighty-percent
of the workers are women and the majority of the squatter populations surrounding the dump
come from the ancestry of those who fled the rural countryside that fought a thirty-six year
bloody civil war after the Arbenz administration. 38
The three governments following Arbenz were based on the idea of military control of
the state. This meant that US corporate and military powers dominated Guatemala’s political
discourse. However, this also led to the uprising of Marxist insurrections. The government
sought to open the door to foreign capital and foreign direct investment as well as developing a
nationalist state. The political economy after a period of modernization and development evolved
into an economy that sought to ‘fix’ problems that arose within the development of Guatemala
through neoliberal reforms. The problems it tried to fix thus separated families in the work force,
and eventually boosted the informal economy which dominates the country at eighty percent
even today. The informal economy was headed by women, who worked without licenses, while
their husbands joined the mechanized ‘urban industry.’ Shockingly, in the Guatemala City dump
communities, about three-quarters of the households are comprised by single-mother
households39. Thus, this period of anti-communist development boosted the informal economy
that guajeros work in today. I argue their work stems from a time period where industrial
37

Idem. Way, 93.
Idem. Knoth.
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corporate economic development trumped the development of strong public works systems to
provide what could have been: an efficient waste management system, a recycling system,
educational system (specifically in the dump community) , and social welfare system- that would
have kept guajeros out of their situation today.
During the modernization and development of contemporary Guatemala, what
contributed greatly to the industry in the city which we see today is the construction of modern
highways. Building a highway to “link” the various spaces in Guatemala would lead to the
creation of a modern communication network which in turn would lead to the rise in huge
industries and business networks (controlled by the ruling elite.) The Highways of the World
company, contracted out of Illinois in the 1960’s by Public Works helped bring Guatemala “out
of the third-world”; or so it was supposed to. The highway systems were constructed as a symbol
of industrialization. The highways perpetuated the construction of capitalist industries that
exploited laborers who migrated from rural villages to the city because of internal displacement
from the 1970’s conflict. Of course, these both backed financially, by the United States. During
the 1960’s to 70’s, foreign investment in Guatemala sky-rocketed, and the transnational and
wealthy-owned industries increased. Wage exploitation and cheap labor would soon characterize
the “development” of Guatemala.
Guatemala is divided between luxury and poverty.

40

Private enterprise, ownership, and

extraction would be placed into its own space: away from the spaces of poverty within
Guatemala City. The city’s uneven industrial development, that separated ‘them from us’ or the
rich from the poor in the structure of profit and labor- could not handle the rapid migration of
people to Guatemala City. Services could not keep up the creation of slums grew more rapidly
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than the creation of a completely “modernized” city. The idea of “Western” modernization and
development was a recipe that mixed well with Guatemala. The militarization and
‘modernization’ of the city through the torture of thousands of Guatemala’s-migrating from the
rural, indigenous countryside was part of the country’s ‘purification.’ After a period of import
substitution industrialization, and through the armed conflict and genocide- Guatemala then
adopted

the

“neoliberal economic
policies” that is still in
place today.
With
modernization

and

development came the
modernization

of

‘pure, clean’ spaces
with the development
of

waste-

capitalist

from

industries.

Modernization

and

development
strategies specifically
from

the

1950’s

leading up to today’s
current
Social justice street art highlighting
the effects of political power on
children, extracted from personal
photo collection, September 2011.

neoliberal,
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informal dominated economy have created the situation in which we now see the garbage dump

community working in.
THE MODERNIST PRODUCTION OF GARBAGE
“I have been working at Camino Seguro since the first year the project started twelve years ago.
I have had the opportunity to watch one of the first students recruited by the project grow out of
his life as a young guajero. He told me that without the project, he would have died at the age of
16. He is now 23 and works as a welder in Guatemala City. However, the irony is, he welds
bullet proof metal onto cars for the rich- the business owners, the capitalist, the elite, the
wealthy, the politicians, and the narco’s. The same people that put him in his previous situation
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are dominating his work now. At the end of the day, I thank God that above everything, he is
alive.”41
The cycle of goods in Guatemala City can be represented in five different stages:
Production, distribution, consumption, the generation of solid waste, and recycling (as discussed
in waste management.)

42

According to the directory of industrial establishments or INE, 2,566

of all kinds of industries that exist in Guatemala are located in the capital city. 43 The majority of
industries in Guatemala City are located, conveniently, among the Atlantic Route highway, and
Calzada Roosevelt, the two main highway systems that were constructed during capitalist
development in contemporary history. Ninety percent of the production activity in Guatemala is
dominated by medium to private owned businesses and entrepreneurial-run industries. The other
ten percent are large factories and industries.44 Only a fraction of the ten percent of large
industries engage in formal recycling- however, they ship the items out of Guatemala to other
large partner industries to be reused and recycled rather than keeping it in the country.
Only seventeen percent of industries in Guatemala City actually enforce regulations to
control the amount of toxic or hazardous solid waste being produced and dumped into the
landfill. Urban solid waste generated by these industries in many other situations such as in the
activities of administration an disposal of food by employees is not a priority for these
businesses. Informal recycling has reduced costs for industries by selling back raw materials for
production. In addition to this, the industries that do their own internal recycling by the
reutilization of products gain significant economic benefits-for themselves. 45

41

This quote came from a recent conversation with a local employee of Camino Seguro, an educational
reinforcement center that brings the children of guajeros out of poverty and into education and formal work.
42
Idem.-De Leon Maldonado, Reciclaje, 24.
43
Ibid.-25
44
Ibid.
45
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The majority of fabricated products in Guatemala City are distributed and sold to
consumers in markets, stores and commercial locations as the intermediary between the
consumer and industry. In the city, many of the stores that market and sell these industrialized
goods are also conveniently located among the city’s main highway system. Commercial stores
have sprouted not only around the highways in recent years, but around mal such as Tikal Futura,
La Pradera, Los Proceres, Puerte Parada, and others. Around these malls is the greatest
concentration of commercial retailers that sell the goods manufactured by companies. Informal
retail of these items happens in areas such as la Placita, El Guarda, and San Martin located in
zone 6 of the city. The same products that are being distributed in these markets are being sold
for about fifty percent less than there price than in formal retail centers. The products that are
being sold in both informal and formal centers of distribution are from national and international
industries. However, in Guatemala, there are few regulations that require the product to come
with information of its ingredients, instructions for disposal, and if it can be recycled or not.
Sometimes, these products are shipped into the country illegally, and others are products that
cannot be sold in other countries because they are illegal. Despite this, these products are still
being sold on both markets. 46
The consumption of products in Guatemala City is based predominantly on quantity and
price. The acquisition of products is directly related to income level and social status. Thus, the
consumption of products produced of the ‘highest quality’ is consumed by those who have the
most money. This includes products that are imported from foreign industries. The durability of
these products is not important for the consumer who has a lot of money- they have the
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economic resources to buy multiple products if one fails as well as the newest and most recent
products on the market.
In

Guatemala

City, a study shows that
citizens of the highest
‘social

class’

income),

produce

(by
an

average of 0.77 kilos of
solid waste a day. The
small sect of ‘middle
class’

Guatemalans

consume an average of
0.56

kilos

a

day

compared to the lowest
social class, that lives in
extreme poverty only
generating 0.30 kilos a
day.
that
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Research shows
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wealthiest

Guatemalan’s in the city
are located in zone 14,
An empty garbage truck on a street
in zone, extracted from personal
photo collection, September 2011.
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been proven by scavengers that the largest amount of recyclable waste comes from the trucks
that arrive from these areas of the city. Other residential areas of the city such as zone 13, zone 7,
neighborhoods along Calzada Roosevelt, and some areas of San Lucas (which is located in the
municipality of Sacatepequez, but sends its trash to the city) have also contributed to grotesque
amounts of solid waste.

SCAVENGERS OF SOLID WASTE: GUAJEROS
“The dump has given us an opportunity to come from our villages, where we had nothing, and
now we can at least make fifteen to twenty quetzales a day in order to support our children.”48
As mentioned in the introduction, the word guajero is derived from the word guaje which
directly refers to the words idiot, stupid, and
Level of Schooling Completed

Percentage

Illiterate

44

First to third grade

29

Fourth to sixth grade

20

Secondary

3

Diversified

2.5

University

1.5

Total

100

despicable person, with no social significance. The
word guajero is the most commonly used name by
Guatemalan’s when describing those who scavenge
in recycle in the dump, but interestingly enough, it
is also employed by the guajeros themselves.
Another common name for scavengers that is not as
commonly used as the word guajero is the word
pepenador. This describes a person who ‘collects

the earth’s waste or who digs through trash to find something of use.’ In nahuatl, the root word
pepenar is said to mean ‘choose or collect.’49

Source: CEUR 2003
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Idem. Maldonado de Leon, guajeros, 47.
Diccionario General Ilustrado de la Lengua Espanola, 3ra.
Edicion,Impreso en Espana, 1978.
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Guajero Demographics:
In the year 2009, there were reportedly over four thousand scavengers working in the city
dump. However, according to a municipal census taken in 2003, only 1,185 were able to be
reported for formal statistical purposes. Despite the inability to report every scavenger, the
census does provide us with a good idea of the diversity and social demographics of the
scavenger population.50 The census reported that 806 of those reported are over the age of 18 and
379 are under the age of 18 creating a percentage of 68% to 32%. Out of the total population
recorded, around 80% are women as compared to the 20% of men that scavenge. Out of the 379
scavengers that are under the age of 18, 6.4% are under the age of three- indicating that these
children must accompany their parents as they scavenge. In addition to this, 27% of the minors
who scavenge, were born and grew up in the dump community-indicating they have inherited
this way of life from their parents as a part of their cultural identity.
Education in the Dump Community:
In the past decade, an educational reinforcement center located in the dump community
was created in order to ¨break the cycle of poverty through education.¨ I had the wonderful
opportunity to intern at this organization for three months and work with former guajeros and the
children of guajeros. I was not able to retrieve statistical information on the impact this
organization has had on the levels of education children and mothers are reaching as a result of
this work. However, I was able to retrieve information taken from a census in 2001 on the
educational background of the scavenger community. With this in mind, it is highly possible that
the following statistics have changed since this initial census. However, the fact remains that the
educational system provided by the Guatemalan national government in the squatter community
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Idem.Maldonado, 21.
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is too expensive for most scavengers to attend. According to a Peace Corps volunteer, “most
private elementary schools (grades 1-6) cost 150-200 quetzals [Q] per month, or roughly $20-26.
Middle school, none of which are public, cost roughly 300Q (US$40) per month. High school,
[from] which less than 20 [percent] of all Guatemalans graduate, costs roughly 450Q ($60) per
month.”51
Out of the forty four percent of scavengers that have not had the opportunity of formal
schooling, twenty seven percent of these are women. Only 29 % have finished their primary
basic education as opposed to the 20% who have gone past that. There are very few scavengers
that were able to finish secondary school and even more that were not able to make it to
diversificado. In 2001, urban studies researcher Alma de Leon Maldonado interviewed a 24 year
old woman who was one of the very few scavengers to receive a bachelor’s degree from a
Guatemalan University. However, she is still working in the garbage dump. Maldonado asked
her why she was still working in the dump even though she has the opportunity to receive a
bachelors, she replied, ¨…in other jobs you are asked to provide requisites, papers, and go for an
interviews, meanwhile, here you can come and work without that hassle. In addition, this is the
only work that allows me to come when I want for a couple hours. I can’t leave my children at
home alone.´´52
Vulnerability of Guajeros:
Seventy percent of scavengers work in a family network, meaning that each member of
the family is involved in the recycling process. In scavenger history, children have usually
accompanied their parents during their hunt for goods, resulting in ‘carrying on the family
tradition.’ Each family member is involved with a different process in recycling depending on
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Idem. Knoth.
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their age and sex. Women, elders, and
children have usually become the ones

Source: CEUR 2003

Reason

Percent

who do the scavenging as men and

They do not have control over their 20

teenagers are the ones who look for

work

opportunities to sell it.

It is a necessity

19

In a study conducted by Guatemalan

For daily earnings

15

environmental researcher Alma De Leon

There are no other opportunities

13

Maldonado, she identifies the most

Earning money without an

5

vulnerable

investment

and

least

vulnerable

populations of scavengers working in

They are accustomed to this work

5

the city dump. In her research, she

Other reasons

14

argues that the workers who are most

It is good income

9

vulnerable and receive the least benefits

TOTAL

100

are women, children, and elders. She explains that they are the most vulnerable to accidents
(trucks, buried under trash, etc.) and have the poorest physical fitness. They are also the most
vulnerable to having the items they recycle being stolen or taken from them. Her studies also
indicate that they are the populations who look for food daily in order to eat as well as clothes
and shoes to be reused in their own households. This group of scavengers reportedly makes an
average of ten to twenty quetzales per day.
Studies have also indicated that the scavengers who are vulnerable, yet benefit from the
work (the term ‘middle class’ is employed) are adults from the ages of 35-60. Their daily wages
are usually around twenty-one to forty quetzales per day and they make up about forty percent of
the scavenger population. The group that benefits most from scavenging and benefits the most

40

41

A Forgotten Wasteland

Trujillo

from their work are men from the ages of fifteen to thirty years old. This is said to be because of
their strong physical condition and ability to work longer hours and in graver conditions. They
are also able to jump on the back of waste trucks as they are driving into the dump in order to
receive prime materials for recycling. They are also the population that is most likely to negotiate
with the truck drivers in order to buy pre-separated trash. Their average daily earnings are
between forty to fifty quetzales.
Materials Scavenged and Work Reasoning:
The work schedules for scavengers vary, however 73% of the scavengers report to work
every day through Friday. Forty-one percent of the scavengers choose to work eight to nine
hours a day, six days a week which means they are working 48-54 hour weeks. Interestingly,
93% of scavengers report that they enjoy their work while 7% indicate that they do not have any
other option for work. There are many reasons in which scavengers are drawn to this work.
The most sought after materials in the dump are aluminum, paper, scrap metal, and
plastic. The materials are sold back to industries and private companies in bulk and each has its
own price. Since scavengers work in the informal economy, there is no fixed price for their
materials, they must rely on the demand of companies and industries to buy the materials. The
most valuable items to tell are scrap metal and aluminum. However, wood and copper come in a
close second. Items are usually sold by the pound-meaning the scavenger must scavenge a
sufficient amount of these recyclables in order to be sold. Certain companies are dedicated to the
purchase of certain items meaning that one must scavenge for to sell to a certain entity. Items are
usually sold between three and six o’clock. There are currently over sixty buyers to the
Guatemala City garbage dump community-out numbering the amount of scavengers by far. The
daily income of most scavengers is reportedly ten to twenty quetzales a day. This translates to an
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income of about less than three dollars a day- or extreme poverty according to the United
Nations.
Toxicity and Health Risks:
When urban solid waste comes into contact with water (rain) and soil it can result in
different phenomenon such as biological degradation and physical-chemical reactions. Biological
degradation results in the formation of different bacteria’s due to decomposition. Microorganisms are formed because of the solid wastes. When they are transformed without oxygen,
they can turn into toxic alcohols, methane and carbon. The average temperature of the dump,
thirty degrees Celsius, causes many of these creations to spontaneously combust producing an
un-healthy environment. Physical chemical reactions of solid waste result in toxic liquids that
become vectors for disease and easy to come in contact with through dirt and water. The
contamination of the dump has made it an extremely un-healthy work situation for many
scavengers. Because the dump is their home and workplace alike- they are extremely susceptible
to the creation of diseases and bacteria which may affect them. Many scavengers are unable to be
treated for the infections or diseases that they incur while working which leads to mortality.
The main infections seen in the zone three dump are eye infections, respiratory disease
(which can generate pneumonia, bronchial infections, and infected skin diseases. Seventy percent
of the scavenger population has reported that they or their immediate family members have
become sick because of working conditions in the dump. Even though many of the scavengers
claim to become sick, only 58% of them associate their illnesses with working conditions in the
dump. This means that less than half of the scavenger population correlates their illnesses with
their poor working conditions. There are three types of scavengers in the dump: those who are
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This map indicates where the scavengers
come from. The white arrows indicate the
departments. The gray indicates the
municipality of Guatemala and the black
indicates Guatemala City.
Source: CEUR

affected by the diseases and working conditions (mostly children), scavengers that are
43

44

A Forgotten Wasteland

Trujillo

carriers of the diseases, and scavengers who are immune to them. However, the economic
situation and exposure to the dump site vary greatly among scavengers- which makes some more
susceptible than others. Due to poor regulations by the municipality, many of these health issues
could be avoided if more regulations were placed on industries to control their waste.

HISTORY OF SANITATION: PURIFYING THE CITY
Maintaining a clean and ‘pure’ city through waste collection has been an objective of the
Guatemalan government since the 18th century. One of the first policies, law number 10,
established on December 3rd, 1832 stated: “The head of the state of Guatemala is authorized to
dictate measures that help prevent the cholera epidemic through public decrees…These orders
include: 1) the cleanliness of all streets, plazas, and public spaces by getting rid of the existence
of filth and garbage…”53
On September 28th, 1836, the legislative assembly created a rule for the municipal authority
of the country in regards to sanitation stating: “the state will be in charge of providing sanitation
through preventing harmful outbreaks of pestilence through the cleanliness of streets and public
services.” 54
Four years later, the municipality established formal ordinances that introduced the idea of
reprimanding citizens who partook in littering. This was the first time pollution would be
considered a crime. The ordinance stated “For the sake of cleanliness of city streets and public
health at large, the littering of public spaces will be enforced through a fine of 5 pesos, and the
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perpetrator may be jailed for up to five days for violating city ordinance…city funds will be used
to maintain the cleanliness of the city’s main plaza for the preservation of its beauty.”55
In order to decrease the amount of trash infiltrating Guatemala City, the municipal
government proposed the incineration of all garbage; however, at the time; the city did not have
the financial means to support its initial construction. In 1879, a new public sanitation service
was introduced to the city- garbage trucks. These trucks would serve as a collection service that
would simply remove waste from public spaces. With a lack of infrastructure to maintain this
newly proposed process, in addition to a sharp increase of urban population, garbage was being
thrown into rivers, clandestine trash heaps, and open ‘dumps.’
By 1924, a ‘crematorium’ for incinerating trash was finally installed in zone 7 (the zone
which is currently right next to the city’s municipal waste dump.) Over time, the incinerator
failed to function which led to the accumulation of trash on the cliff of the barranco zope- the
current location of the municipal waste dump.
In 1953, the municipality of Guatemala City contracted sanitation engineers to start the
Department of Cleanliness. In 1960, under the municipal instruction of Dr. Luis Fernando Galich
Lopez, the municipal waste dump in zone three was officially established as the location of ‘final
disposal’ for city waste.56
The official ‘Health Code’ for Guatemala was established in 1979 by the Ministry of Public
Health, Department of Social Welfare, and the Department of Health Services. It stated that these
three departments had the legal jurisdiction to enact laws that protected the health of city’s
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inhabitants. The health code then proceeded to state “These three agencies will have the
authority to adjust rules that are in favor of controlling domestic solid wastes and liquids.”57
This code also included a clause specifically referring to trash. It stated that “municipalities of
the Republic of Guatemala must enact regulations instated by these three agencies. The
municipalities must follow ordinances that include sanitation services, trash collection,
treatment, and final disposal of solid wastes.” In this same clause, it prohibited the disposal of
waste in public spaces, parks, and private properties that were not ‘authorized.’58
For the first time in history, in 1982, progressive legislation that took into account
environmental degradation and health was established. It stated that “the primary function of the
municipality was to ensure cleanliness and health, and that adequate provision of these services
was to satisfy the needs of local neighborhoods.” Most importantly, the legislation went on to
discuss the importance of the environment, conservationism, and that this could be accomplished
through removing the production of waste-causing activities.
The legislation also included the following clauses:59
The Municipality must…
1) Control and standardize the storage of waste in particular houses, industries, businesses,
markets, parks, plazas, streets and public and private spaces susceptible to the
accumulation of waste
2) Establish a system of waste collection and transport that protects the entire city, and
establish areas of ‘work; that authorize and encourage local citizens to partake in the
collection and transport of solid waste
57

Idem, Martinez Lopez, 21.
Maldonado, Alma De Leon, El problema de la dispocion de los residuos solidos en la Ciudad de Guatemala.
(CEUR 1999:Guatemala, 30-31).
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3) Optimize and control the final disposal sites of trash which includes the garbage dumps
and landfills
4) Solid waste management will be designed in the following stages: storage, collection and
transport, final disposal and sanitation treatment, and recycling
Two years after this landmark legislation and enactment of a waste management system, the
city added two more clauses. These clauses said that in addition to these responsibilities, the
Department of Control in partnership with the Division of Public Sanitation must: 1) Periodically
review and update the control of waste dumps, 2) Establish mechanisms of control and asses the
functioning of solid waste systems, 3) Coordinate ‘garbage programs’ with the municipality and
Institute of Municipal Development.60
In 1986, the Guatemalan congress instituted a national law called the “Law of environmental
protection and improvement.” This law established that toxic and radioactive waste is prohibited
in national territories unless it is for scientific, technological, or business use. The law continued
to prohibit waste that would contaminate or degrade the natural environment and its human
inhabitants.61
The most recent law established by the municipal government in regards to sanitation aimed
at promoting health and sanitation programs led by corporations. The law simply ‘encouraged’
the adoption of these programs that would specifically combat disease. It proposes the use of
garbage truck waste collection that takes the waste to a place of final disposal. The largest
location of final disposal as waste has transformed into the landfill that occupies zone 3.62
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Idem, Martinez Lopez, 23.
Ibid.
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The history of ‘sanitation’ in Guatemala City has been a history that clearly seeks to displace
trash as a form of purification in public spaces. Although the government has attempted to enact
monitoring systems that should be targeting a decrease in production of waste, they have focused
on finding ways to transport trash to its final disposal site. At this time, the municipality of
Guatemala City fails to monitor the final disposal site of waste in Guatemala City unless it is of
urgent environmental concern. Corporations have taken the challenge by the national
government to utilize private waste collection services; however, they have not been obliged to
decrease their production as it relates to the environment and most importantly human
degradation. In addition, private businesses continue to violate national environmental
legislations as well as the production of toxic waste.
In September of 2011, I found that the municipal waste dump in zone 3 is currently privately
owned.63 I scheduled a meeting with the owner of the dump site; however, he did not show up.
The Zone 3 Landfill
The city’s main garbage dump in zone 3 has become an uncontrolled sanitary landfill. Since
the 1960’s, the city has paid attention to the sanitation of poor neighborhoods and ghettos, only
in the case of severe emergency. In 1964, the zone three dumpsite was closed for a year in order
to erect different dump sites, with the implication that it would help the city gain more ‘control’
over the site. A year later, the dump was re-opened, and until the 1980’s was left as an
uncontrolled site. For the following years, the dump site was criticized by national news as a site
of extreme contamination and chaos- with no proposals for a viable solution.64
In 1990, the municipal government evicted the people who lived in the zone 3 dump. The
government considered the quality of life of those living there to be completely un-sanitary and
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Informed by the staff at Camino Seguro/Safe Passage
Idem, De Leon Maldonado, Residuos Solidos, 38.
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that their housing (made of recycled materials) was completely inadequate. Angered at their
eviction, a group of former residents filed complaints with an international human rights attorney
in order to urge the municipality to search for a solution to their housing problem. In response,
the municipal government constructed 114 new houses for the residents. However, this has not
solved the adverse living situations of scavengers and their families.65
The following year, the municipality decided that their mission would be to erect another
dumpsite like the one in zone 3 in the neighborhood of Guaycamas. The neighborhood
surrounding the potential ravine where the dump would be erected vehemently opposed the new
project. Taking into account the extreme conditions of the living conditions in the zone 3
dumpsite, the neighborhood fought its erection and the municipality stopped the erection of the
proposed site.66
In the mid 90’s authorities from the National Commission of the Environment made a public
announcement that the municipal government was not regulating the adverse effects solid waste
was having on the environment of the city. The head of the municipality responded stating that
they would no longer allocate government money to projects that would improve the overall
conditions of the zone 3 landfill. Until today, various plans, programs, and projects aimed at
improving dump conditions have faltered due to lack or misuse of funds, political neglect of the
dump community, and a majority over-rule of the ways in which environmental issues should be
solved.67
The past fifteen years, the infrastructural developments of the landfill in zone three and final
disposal of waste has not been a priority for the municipality of Guatemala City. In the year
1999, the Environmental Program of the Municipality of Guatemala redesigned the waste
65

Idem, De Leon Maldonado, Residuos Solidos, 42.
Ibid.
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collection service to specifically target private companies, businesses, and economically
advantaged neighborhoods. Areas of the city where citizens were not able to pay for these
services because of their economic situation had not been addressed. The municipality of
Guatemala has failed to address a waste collection program that adequately includes all
neighborhoods and social classes.
In 2002, the dump site in zone 3 exceeded its projected capacity. However, since then, the
municipality has not considered the creation of a more effective collection and disposal service.
Currently, the dump site only receives national attention when there is a fire. Although these
occurrences shed a lit on the realities of the need for a better waste management system, it
merely causes the dump site of zone 3 to be continuously deemed as “uncontrollable.”
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WASTE MANAGEMENT IN GUATEMALA CITY
When conversing with a wealthy Guatemalan in October, I asked her what she believed was the
greatest problem in Guatemala City. She replied, “Garbage. When I’m driving by and I see trash
in the middle of the street, I know I am approaching Guatemala City.”68
In May 2002, the Municipality of Guatemala registered 474 uncontrolled “clandestine
garbage dumps” located throughout various zones in the capital. 69 Municipal law has not
deterred the appearance of clandestine trash heaps throughout the city- instead; it has drawn
attention away from the extreme contamination of the ‘main’
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Trash in the dump. A coffin was thrown
off the cliff of the cemetery on the
upper right hand corner, extracted from
personal photo collection August 2011.
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Solid wastes are defined as ‘materials that have lost value through production and
consumption’.72Solid wastes are divided into two categories- those that are biodegradable such
as plants, vegetables, and animals and those that are not- glass, plastic, metal, and materials that
can be recycled. The concept of waste varies in each country, as for the case of Guatemala,
buying power has a lot to do with the way in which the term ‘waste’ is classified. The economic
situation of many Guatemalans makes it nearly impossible for them to buy anything that is not
considered a necessity. As many items sold in Guatemala are second-hand, the term ‘solid waste’
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Martinez Lopez, Jose Florentin, Servicios públicos urbanos: El caso de los residuous solidos en la Ciudad de
Guatemala
(Guatemala: USAC DIGI, 1996), 10.
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or garbage transforms into ‘something that contaminates the country’s natural resources.’73 In
1990, the Agency of International Cooperation of Japan found that paper, card board, glass and
metals within the waste dump are able to be recycled. However, the agency also found that the
recovery of these materials for recycling is below %5 (specifically by guajeros.).74

THE MANAGEMENT OF SOLID WASTE
The management of solid waste is classified by a process of five stages: waste
generation, storage, collection, recycle and treatment, and final disposal.75
The generation of waste in Guatemala City is associated with an increase in the city’s population,
the changes in consumption powers that govern urban centers (where the use of disposable
products has predominantly increased) but most importantly- the lack of regulation of production
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Ibid, 11.
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In Guatemala City, the government has

not placed any regulations regarding protection of the urban environment through progressive
waste treatment or recycling. Although the majority of waste Guatemala City produces is
biodegradable, 25% of solid waste is able to be recycled.77 In Guatemala City, the collection and
transportation of waste is a privatized service that must be paid for. Of the total generation of
waste, only 48% is collected and transported to the dump in zone 3, 35% is left in undisclosed
locations, 5% goes through private recycling treatment, and 12% is unknown.

78

This means that

35% of the waste that is not collected presents a sector of the population that is unable to pay for
waste collection services. Historically, Guatemala City’s waste collection system did not require
one to pay. Now only those with monetary means are able to purify their modern space.79
The current waste collection system in the city is run by entrepreneurial waste
development businesses that normally transform into family-run businesses. In the past six years,
there has been an increase in pre-separation of waste in the garbage trucks. Truck drivers have
begun to separate waste that can potentially be recycled, and thus sold to scavengers or buyers
who are waiting outside the dump80. Thus, garbage trucks, although used as a private collection
service of waste, have become the middleman between two worlds- one who has dumped the
unacceptable remains of its heavy consumption into the landfill to those who depend on it to
survive.
As mentioned previously, Guatemala City does not have a formal ‘recycle and treatment’
stage for solid waste. For more than forty years, the garbage dump has been the ‘final disposal’
for wastes. Although there have been several attempts to include recycling in treatment as an
76
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option to final disposition, the informal economy of waste recycling has both provided work for
the garbage dump community and kept prices low for companies buying recyclables. Thus, the
final disposal of waste has caused the classification and commercialization of items that can be
reused81. The lack of a formal system of recycling has provided a subsistence system for
guajeros. However, the privatization and of waste disposal has kept scavengers from being
included from social services- causing them to not seek other money-making opportunities
outside the dump82. Like the trash in which they recycle, they too, are treated as trash- disposable
and cheap- disposable because of their societal status and cheap labor that denies the need for
another recycling system.
Yellow garbage trucks dropping of trash in the center of the
landfill, extracted from personal photo collection August
2011.
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Ibid.
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Housing structures erected around the dump,
extracted from personal photo collection,
September 2011

“The municipality of Guatemala does not permit the urbanization of land for residential use that
is 200 meters next to a location that presents environmental health risks except in cases where
the municipality has specifically erected sanitary housing.”83
Subalternity refers to groups socially, politically, and geographically outside of the
hegemonic power structure. Subalternity attempts to describe in what ways minority groups were
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determined by the definitions of majority groups or the hegemons84. It is the definition for
general attributes of subordination whether this is expressed in terms of class, caste, age, gender.
As best described by Gareth Williams in The Other Side of the Popular:
“Subalternity is therefore the name for the multifarious points of excess
within the national and post-national histories of Latin American
developmentalism. It is the limit at which hegemonic narratives and
dominant modes of social and intellectual reproduction encounter their
points of radical unworkability. As a result it brings hegemonic thought
(predominantly Criollo-Spanish born) face to face with imminent ruin.
And by doing this it keeps alive the demand for reflection and for a
sustained politics of culture.”85
Latin America’s continued and often violent insertions into late capitalism and global
networks of accumulation have contributed to the stark economic differences within social
classes. Through the process of ‘economic development’ in Guatemala, under theories such as
the modernization theory that aimed at producing a country much like that of the Western world,
place the garbage dump community in a sub-altern state.
Capitalist systems of development, free trade, and open markets have caused the creation
of a population that is unable to escape their struggle against hegemonic globalization.86 Neocolonialism was a direct factor in producing the population that lives and works in the dump. In
the case of the garbage dump scavenging community, the fact that they work informally and gain
wages that are considered extreme poverty create a division between us and them; this referring
84

Williams, Gareth. The Other Side of the Popular
(Duke Press, 2002: London, 2-20).
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to the wealthiest of the Guatemalan population that work in formal, privatized industries and
dominate the national economy. The irony is the fact that their waste has become the source of
income and survival for this specific community.
In addition to this, because the majority of the garbage dump population comes from
backgrounds of resettlement from years of wars and genocide, there is an essence of racism
toward the community. Through the development of contemporary Guatemala, we can see how
the dump community was formed through the purification of the country87 through either killing
those who were ‘inferior’ or simply misplacing them- outside the geographical power structure.
Guajeros are defined by the dominating economic and political industry-through this they have
transformed into the other community. Social services, such as the example of education in the
dump community also indicated the exclusion of scavengers from the formal education system;
placed once again in a state where their social mobility is directly denied by the municipal
government.
Guajeros who live and work in the dump informally create the garbage dump community.
Although the municipality deems the dump site a place of ‘extreme contamination’, they are also
referring to those who live and work in it. Guajeros are viewed as human beings who
contaminate Guatemala City with their unacceptable representation as the lowest social class.
Subalternity has caused the continuation of stagnant social policies, non-enforcement of policies
that seek to improve conditions, and a clear separation between the rich and poor. Private
industries have created barriers to economic and social mobility. It has been nearly impossible
for guajeros to overcome their marginalization.
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Idem, Williams, 187.
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“There has been an essential change in the relation between culture and organized
power.”88 As Williams reinforces in The Other Side of the Popular, ‘today’s circuits of
knowledge production increasingly inscribe thought as an appendage to the transnational market
machinery, positioning us as potential performers within the real subsumption of society under
capital.” Thus, the essential change in relation between culture and organized power is in the
domination of market forces- a society of control. Guatemala is being ruled by a society that is in
danger and fear. This provokes the idea of ‘social cleansing’ of communities such as the garbage
dump community. The Guatemalan government uses economic processes such as privatization of
industries in order to monopolize ‘elite’ gain. Therefore, subordinate communities do not have
access to gain the political control necessary to overcome their historic oppression.
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Idem, Williams, 179.
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THE DUMP AS A CONCEPTUALIZED SPACE
“Conceptualized space is a social construction that shapes social action and guides behavior…
Space is a social relation that is involved in the production and reproduction of social structures,
social action, and relations of power and resistance."89

Aerial view of dump, extracted from
momitforward.com, April 2012.

The zone three dump in Guatemala City is a conceptualized space in which human
practices and institutions have actively reinforced social inequalities that have formed a
geographical space of human struggle and subalternity. This space has constrained its
inhabitants, guajeros, from upward social mobility within the economic system; however, it has
enabled them to solve their economic struggles through informal, subsistence work as reaction to
greater social structures.
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By evaluating the dump as a relational space in comparison to other zones in Guatemala
City, we can see a stark contrast in the way public policies and development has adequately
‘’left’ this space outside the dominant structure. The concept of ‘value’ in regards to space is a
social relation. However, in the context of the dump, ‘value internalizes a whole historical
geography of innumerable labor processes set up under conditions of or in relation to capital
accumulation in the space-time of the world market.’90
Under neoliberal implementations of capitalism and processes of’ ‘modernization’, the
laborer is conceptualized as a producer of surplus value for the capitalist and this is a relation of
exploitation. Although guajeros are not formally employed in the economic system, they are an
informal supplement allowing Guatemala to defer the creation of an equitable, and functioning
waste management system that addresses all social realities.
As Moore argues:
“garbage as a political tool works by exploiting some of the many
contradictions of modernity. Specifically…the dual processes through
which modernity produces an imaginary environment of order,
cleanliness, and rational space, at the same time relying on a production
system (capitalism) based on planned obsolescence and ever expanding
consumerism. Thus, the excess material of modernity exceeds the capacity
of waste managers to expel it and purify the space of the city.”91
The expectations of ‘modernization’ and ‘urban development’ in Guatemala City have
attempted to create clean, orderly modern spaces while at the same time producing more garbage
through increased consumerism. By physically removing the trash out of sight, away from the
90
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modern city, Guatemala City has effectively created a boundary in which the ‘excess’ garbage
and human ‘trash’ of modernization is excluded from the rest of the city.
Thus, Guatemala City has gone through a process of un-even geographical development
where neoliberal capital accumulation and ‘modernization’ strategies have created a space in
which the dump community has become the subaltern of Guatemalan society. Capitalist
development has transformed the dump community into a forgotten wasteland. Garbage and the
garbage dump community have threatened the ‘urban order’ and thus have exposed the
contradictions of modernity.

92

The marginalized subaltern population that resides and works

within the dump community are related to an environmental concept of ‘contamination’,
degradation, and most importantly, garbage. The fundamental mission of the neoliberal state is
to optimize conditions for capital accumulation no matter what the consequences for
employment or social well-being.93The mission of neoliberal economic policies to achieve a
‘good business climate’ through the development of a modernized city systematically excludes
the garbage dump community, transforming them into a subaltern population. Moore argues that
the removal of garbage from the ‘modern city’ creates the vision of a clean, rationally ordered
city armed with modern technology.94 Thus, Guatemala City has effectively removed its human
garbage in order to maintain a modern city.
The zone three dump is a forgotten wasteland, where human beings have been forced to
create their own mechanisms of development in order to survive. Until the municipality of
Guatemala transforms socially, economically, and politically in aspects of the environment,
social services, private industries, and forms of capital accumulation- the dump will remain a
wasteland inhabited by valuable human life.
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